
MARK SIMPSON

The Immortal
Music that’s pitched out there on an 
existential border between life and death, 
fiction and truth, faith and delusion, the spirit 
world and the physical realm: Mark Simpson’s 
The Immortal is one of the boldest and 
biggest musical dramas of recent years. Even 
if they’re not always writing about seances 
and automatic writing, many other composers 
have given voices to ghosts and ghouls and 
explored the shady, Stygian regions 
suspended between life and death in their 
pieces. Maybe that’s because the substance  
of music itself is somehow ghostly: the vast 
majority of musical sounds are fleeting, 
evanescent presences that magically appear 
and mysteriously disappear before our ears. 
The Austrian composer Georg Friedrich 
Haas’s recent opera Morgen und Abend is 
entirely staged in an afterlife limbo; Richard 
Strauss’s Death and Transfiguration is a 
tone-poem he composed as a 25-year-old 
that prefigured his own death – ‘dying is just 
the way I composed it,’ he said 60 years later 
on his deathbed. But the spirits can be more 
demotic down there in the Underworld, 
whether it’s Jacques Offenbach’s Infernal 
Galop – the Can-Can, to you and me – or  
the crazed violinist of Saint-Saëns’s Danse 
macabre.

TCHAIKOVSKY

Symphony No. 6
It’s an ending no-one had really thought  
of before: in fact, I think Tchaikovsky’s  
Sixth Symphony ends twice. First, there’s  
the desperate march to oblivion of the  
third movement, which dances itself to  
an obsessive, pummelling death and which 
sounds like an ending of endings when you 

hear it. It’s no surprise that audiences 
sometimes applaud after this march has 
driven itself off the symphonic cliff. It’s wildly 
nihilistic music, this scherzo, which contains 
more motion, more speed and more notes 
than some other composers’ entire 
symphonies but which doesn’t actually 
move anywhere at all. In subverting 
completely the genre of the march while 
superficially serving within the genre’s 
constraints, it’s a piece that foreshadows 
Ravel’s La valse, a waltz that calls time on the 
imperial dance; or even Ravel’s obsessively, 
erotically mechanistic Boléro. 

And the real ending of the ‘Pathétique’ 
Symphony is still more influential. The final 
Adagio, that agonised and agonising descent 
to death, which happens outside the frame  
of the normal conventions of the symphony, 
was a liberating example for so many 
subsequent composers (all right, Brahms’s 
Third Symphony, composed before the 
‘Pathétique’, ends quietly too, although with  
a nostalgic but ambiguous glow rather than 
Tchaikovsky’s End of All Things). Mahler’s 
Ninth Symphony concludes with an even 
longer fade into stillness, silence and death  
in its final Adagio, and Shostakovich’s 
symphonic sign-offs – the ones that do so 
quietly – experiment with different kinds  
of fades into silence, like the Fourth and the 
15th. Tchaikovsky’s innovation brings about  
a new kind of listening, as well, in which 
audiences know that infinite quiet as well  
as explosive noise might await them at the 
end of composers’ symphonic journeys.
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